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FOREWORD 
 

We are pleased to publish this thirtieth-fifth volume in the 

Occasional Paper series of the US Air Force Institute for National 

Security Studies (INSS).  Steve Kiser has produced a significant study 

behind today’s headlines, explaining in detail how environmental factors 

underlie many real and potential conflicts.  Environmental security is one 

of several “new” dimensions of the contemporary international scene, 

and it is one that requires much greater examination.  This paper deepens 

our understanding of its dynamic interplay with more traditional security 

factors in two important cases. 

About the Institute 

 INSS is primarily sponsored by the National Security Policy 

Division, Nuclear and Counterproliferation Directorate, Headquarters US 

Air Force (HQ USAF/XONP) and the Dean of the Faculty, USAF 

Academy.  Our other sponsors currently include the Air Staff’s 

Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance Directorate (XOI) and the 

Air Force's 39th Information Operations Squadron; the Secretary of 

Defense’s Office of Net Assessment (OSD/NA); the Defense Threat 

Reduction Agency (incorporating the sponsorship of the Defense Special 

Weapons Agency and the On-Site Inspection Agency); the Army 

Environmental Policy Institute; the Plans Directorate of the United States 

Space Command; the Air Force long-range plans directorate (XPXP); 

and the Nonproliferation Center of the Central Intelligence Agency.  The 

mission of the Institute is “to promote national security research for the 

Department of Defense within the military academic community, and to 

support the Air Force national security education program.”  Its research 

focuses on the areas of greatest interest to our organizational sponsors: 

arms control, proliferation, regional studies, Air Force policy, 

information operations, environmental security, and space policy. 
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 INSS coordinates and focuses outside thinking in various 

disciplines and across the military services to develop new ideas for 

defense policy making.  To that end, the Institute develops topics, selects 

researchers from within the military academic community, and 

administers sponsored research.  It also hosts conferences and workshops 

and facilitates the dissemination of information to a wide range of private 

and government organizations.  INSS provides valuable, cost-effective 

research to meet the needs of our sponsors.  We appreciate your 

continued interest in INSS and our research products. 

 
 
 

JAMES M. SMITH 
           Director
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 Water is a primary concern of most governments in the Middle 

East and North Africa.  A myriad of synergistic variables are 

exponentially increasing demands for water, while simultaneously 

decreasing the region’s ability to supply it.  These variables include a 

rapidly increasing population, a large per capita increase in water 

demand, increasing water pollution, rapid economic growth, persistent 

regional drought, and irrecoverable water overexploitation.  

Compounding the issue are regional tensions (such as those between 

Israel and the Palestinian Authority and Egypt and Sudan), vague 

international water laws, and a history of regional conflict. 

 A gloomy prediction emerges if one extrapolates the trends in 

each of these variables.  Especially in the Middle East, water supplies are 

so tight that even the most optimistic forecast suggests the water issue 

will be “super-critical” within a decade.  Indeed, water issues surround 

the current peace process, and may actually be worsened should a 

successful treaty be negotiated between Israel and the Palestinian 

Authority. 

 This paper examines these variables in depth, and then forecasts 

a series of possible events that could be the catalyst for a water-based 

conflict in the Middle East.  These events include mass Palestinian 

migration to a newly declared Palestinian state, transferring control of 

the West Bank aquifer to the Palestinian Authority, loss of Israeli control 

of the Jordan River headwaters (which would necessarily result from 

returning the Golan Heights to Syria), continued or exacerbated drought, 

and an Israeli return to a more hawkish government. 

 While currently water should only be considered a proximately 

source of conflict in the region, in the future, water could very well 

become the primary reason governments decide to go to war. 

 


